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On the 4th of October 2020, in the 106th year of his 
life, Pál Patay, doyen of Hungarian archaeology 
passed away. 

He had an exceptionally long and fruitful life. His 
contribution to arts and science in museum related 
studies ranged from Old Stone Age till Modern Age 
(historical) studies involving a wide spectrum of ar-
chaeology, industrial and agricultural history. On 
the occasion of his 100th birthday, the Hungarian 
National Museum had organised an exhibition pre-
senting the most important stages of his exceptional 
contribution to science and we could celebrate this 
day with respect and love every year until the day of 
his death. 

The oeuvre of Pál Patay is indeed the living his-
tory of Hungarian archaeology. His primary inter-
est and special field of studies was concentrated on 
prehistory, but by his wide-ranging contribution he 
enriched almost all periods of archaeology and in-
dustrial history.

His scientific career was started at the Prehistory 
Department of the Péter Pázmány University of Sci-
ences in Budapest. From 1950 till 1957 he worked 
as archaeologist and museologist of the Palóc Mu-
seum at Balassagyarmat, then he continued his ac-
tivity in the Hungarian National Museum. Between 
the years 1967 and 1975, he held the position of 
the deputy head of department in the Archives 
of the Hungarian National Museum. After his 
retirement he continued to work as staff member 
of the Museum, first as archaeologist, later on as 
scientific advisor.

He has conducted and participated a great number 
of excavations; moreover he took essential part in the 
elaboration of several find assemblages. Some of the 
most important sites he used to work on and publish 
in a high scientific standard are listed here: Korlát (Pal-
aeolithic and Neolithic settlement and workshop for 
the production of stone artefacts), Fényeslitke (Cop-
per Age cemetery); Tiszavalk-Kenderföld (Copper Age 

PÁL PATAY 
8 DECEMBER 1914 – 4 OCTOBER 2020
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settlement and cemetery); Tiszavalk-Tetes (Copper 
Age settlement and cemetery); Tiszalúc-Sarkad (Cop-
per Age settlement). Poroszló-Aponhát (Neolithic 
and Bronze Age settlement); Mátraszőlős (Late Iron 
Age Celtic cemetery); Alsótelekes (Iron Age Scythian 
cemetery).

Apart from the excavations, he had a primary 
role in identifying and documenting the Sarmatian 
period system of ditches known as Devil’s Dykes 
(Csörsz-árok) and collecting information on and 
documenting the historical church bells from all 
over Hungary and beyond. 

His professional work is documented by 15 mon-
ographs and more than two hundred scientific arti-
cles and studies. His last prehistorical archaeological 
monograph was published in 2005 in the series In-
ventaria Praehistorica Hungariae giving full account 
of the only fully excavated, fortified Copper Age set-
tlement in Hungary entitled Kupferzeitliche Siedlung 
von Tiszalúc. His more recent monographic studies 
were mainly consecrated to the study of church bells 
and the collection of information on them in a re-
gional system.

Patay also promoted the (natural) scientific study 
of archaeological finds, in modern concept, their ar-
chaeometrical recognition, basically as expert archae-
ologist partner. He took part in the preparation of 
the spectroscopic study of Copper Age metal objects 
organised on a European level (SAM project by Jun-
ghans et al. 1960). The archaeological evidence recov-
ered with excellent documentation by his numerous 
and important excavations contributed also to mod-
ern archaeometrical studies of pottery and stone tools 
as well as archaeobotanical and geodetic studies.

As long as his health allowed he regularly visited 
the collections and library of the Hungarian Na-
tional Museum where he could perform basic sci-
entific work well beyond his nineties. He compiled 
his professional bibliography at the age of 100: this 
was supplemented by recently published studies and 
books. With his exceptional diligence, precision and 
professional humility, he sets an example for today’s 
generations of researchers.

Katalin T. Biró
Hungarian National Museum
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